Conceptions of the Function of the Author in 17th Century French Epistolary Literature: The Cases of the Comte de Guilleragues and Mme de Villedieu by Padden, Susan A.
  
  
 
 
 
 
CONCEPTIONS OF THE FUNCTION OF THE AUTHOR IN SEVENTEENTH-
CENTURY FRENCH EPISTOLARY LITERATURE: The Cases of the Comte de 
Guilleragues and Mme de Villedieu 
 
 
 
 
Susan A. Padden 
 
 
 
 
 
A thesis submitted to the faculty of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in partial 
fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Arts in the Department of 
Romance Languages and Literatures (French). 
 
 
 
 
Chapel Hill 
2010 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Approved by:  
 
Dr. Ellen Welch 
 
Dr. Philippe Barr 
 
Dr. Hassan Melehy 
ii 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© 2010 
Susan A. Padden 
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
iii 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
SUSAN A. PADDEN: Conceptions of the Function of the Author in 17th Century French 
Epistolary Literature: The Cases of the Comte de Guilleragues and Mme de Villedieu 
(Under the direction of Dr. Ellen Welch) 
 
This work is an examination of the ways in which authorship was perceived as a function in 
seventeenth-century French epistolary literature.  This genre offers a unique setting for this 
analysis as texts are commonly presented as authentic personal correspondence, not as the 
fictional work of a particular author.  The Comte de Guilleragues in the Lettres portugaises 
and Mme de Villedieu in Le Portefeuille use anonymity and pseudonymity respectively as a 
tool to remove themselves as individuals from their texts.  While both empower the reader 
through re-appropriation of authorship, the outcomes and motivations are dissimilar and 
carry considerable implications.  This study also considers how the concepts of authorship by 
these two writers align with the perceptions proposed by Roland Barthes and Michel 
Foucault in the 1960s.   
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Chapter I: Introduction 
 
In reality every reader is, while he is reading, the reader of his own self. 
              -Marcel Proust 
In the late 1960s, Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault initiated a conversation among 
scholars about the role of the author in literature that broke away from the previous Romantic 
viewpoint.  Formerly, the author had been seen as an integral and influential part of the 
creation of a text and his voice within it was essential.  Critics looked for and discussed how 
an author’s personal experiences were reflected in his writing.  Barthes, in his 1968 article, 
“La mort de l’auteur,” insisted that the author is no more than the person who rearranges 
words on a page.  Barthes wrote that a book, like life, “n’est qu’un tissue de signes, imitation 
perdue, infiniment reculée” (65).   Since the author does not create the meaning of individual 
words, he should not be granted the divine authority of having produced anything new.  
Barthes’ work transfers authority over the text’s meaning to its reader.   
The following year, Michel Foucault addressed the author problem during a lecture at 
the Société française de philosophie and later elaborated on the topic in his book, L’ordre du 
discours.  While Foucault agreed that a text has more to offer if it is not viewed as an 
extension of the author, he maintained that the established discourses of the disciplines 
surrounding a text are an important aspect that influences its creation.  He saw authorship as 
an institution and proposed that the fonction auteur, and not the person that is the author, 
plays a vital role in the production of literature.  In his lecture, “Qu’est-ce qu’un auteur?” he 
stated that the author function, “est donc caractéristique du mode d’existence, de circulation 
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et de fonctionnement de certains discours à l’intérieur d’une société” (798).  Foucault 
acknowledged that the author function does not operate the same way in different times and 
different disciplines (in science today, for example, it is of little importance).  Although these 
ideas overturned literary criticism in the twentieth century, I would propose that the 
separation of the author and individual had been toyed with long before this particular debate 
surfaced.   
 Epistolary writing offers a privileged genre for examining the meaning of the author 
and authorship.  For more than two thousand years philosophers and literary critics have 
written about the letter and what it means to communicate in this form.  In medieval and 
early modern educational contexts, writers imitated the ancients’ letters (particularly those of 
Cicero1) to learn rhetoric, a practice still reflected in French schools today in la dictée.  
Through the beginning of the classical period, one was encouraged by the masters to simply 
copy what had already been written.  Strict rules established letter-writing etiquette, and 
countless manuals and recueils were published to guide the unlearned hand through the 
process.  In the sixteenth century, the humanist Erasmus first introduced the idea of l’infini of 
the letter, meaning that it had nearly limitless possibilities in form and content, though 
beginners were still advised to imitate.  Alain Viala distinguishes two texts as being the first 
manuals published in French, le Stille ou manière de composer, dicter et escrire toutes sortes 
d’epistres ou Lettres missives and Lettres Amoureuses by Etienne Pasquier, also in the 
sixteenth century (171).  These works started a trend that would lead to 195 such titles in 616 
editions being published between 1830 and 1900.2   
                                                          
1
 For discussion of the importance of Cicero, see Viala and Fumaroli.   
 
2
 Per a study by Cécile Dauphin, cited by Chartier, 3. 
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Largely due to the prevalence of letter-writing in the royal court and the popularity of 
these letters in les salons, the epistle also made its way into fictional texts in seventeenth-
century France and continued to flourish through the late eighteenth century.  Thomas O. 
Beebee, in Epistolary Fiction in Europe, 1500-1850, states that “Fictional uses of the letter 
appropriated the status and power the letter had acquired from its established functions 
within other discursive practices” (4).3  The letter’s use in real life and in fiction supported 
one another and gave epistolarity more credibility as a genre.  Because of its authentic use in 
such a diverse array of disciplines, from law to business to friendly exchanges, letter writing 
has been victim to a wide range of social expectations and constraints.  Beebee points out an 
important difference of the epistolary genre by noting that unlike other forms of fiction, the 
letter novel, like the letter itself, was expected to portray real life (14).  Its authentic use, 
therefore, imposed many characteristics on its use in fiction.  The content and form of 
fictional letters were subject to public expectations of what letters represented.  Those written 
during le grand siècle were expected to be written with a certain spontaneous style, were 
required to reflect the appropriate bienséance for the time, and the portrayal of vraisemblance 
was of vital importance.  Letters must also be addressed to an absent correspondent, the verb 
tense is quite particular and one must consider the time required for delivery, amongst 
numerous other concerns specific to this kind of writing.   
While these characteristics can be limiting, they can also offer possibilities not 
otherwise available in literature, particularly in the seventeenth century and especially to 
women writers.  The intimacy assumed in letter writing, for example, allows for thoughts and 
opinions not otherwise acceptable under the assumed bienséance.  The element that is 
                                                          
3
 Beebee notes that this is the argument in Lynn A. Hunt, The Family Romance of the French Revolution 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), and in Joan B. Landes, Women and the Public Sphere in the 
Age of the French Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988), 152-57.   
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perhaps the most essential and the most liberating, however, is the signature on the page. The 
name signed at the end of a fictional letter acts as a type of mask for the actual author.  
Beebee writes that a letter must reflect “real life” (14), but I argue that the addition of the 
signature allows for the question, “Whose life?”  This question is at the heart of 
understanding how epistolary fiction is uniquely posed to offer insights into the concept and 
function of authorship.   
 The signature of anonymously published texts presents a mask for the author that can 
serve a variety of functions.  In one regard, it piques the reader’s curiosity and provides 
motivation for uncovering the mystery of authorship.  On the other hand, this mask can offer 
protection from social and political pressure to deny responsibility for one’s work.  
Sometimes, however, the authorial signature has implications both for the way readers 
consume the text and the way they understand social authorship beyond the text.  I will use 
the cases of Gabriel Joseph de Lavergne, comte de Guilleragues’ anonymously published 
Lettres portugaises (1669) and Marie-Catherine Desjardins’ (Mme de Villedieu) writing, 
especially Le Portefeuille (1674), to demonstrate that over three hundred years ago these 
authors were conscious of the author function concept and what it could offer to a text.  By 
removing their personal names from the title page they do more than distance themselves 
from their work.  They also give the text a voice of its own, or rather hand over the authority 
to the fictive narrator whose name is (theoretically) signed to the bottom of the page.   
 My purpose here is to demonstrate how the two authors position themselves in 
relationship to their works and to look at the consequences of doing so.  Guilleragues, whose 
work was effectively published anonymously, distanced himself in order to present the letters 
as the authentic correspondence of the Portuguese nun, Marianna Alcoforado.  This not only 
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made the letters more intriguing, but also allowed them to be taken seriously as authentic 
écriture feminine.  Desjardins, however, under the editorial pseudonym Desjardins de 
Villedieu (taken from her own name and that of her deceased former lover), manipulated the 
role of the author more overtly, but with more subtle implications.  By excluding her name as 
the author of this fictional work, and knowing all too well how it feels to have private 
correspondence exposed, she was able to raise questions about masculine authority and assert 
a powerful feminine voice, while suggesting her own absence.   
 By raising these questions of authorship, or the choice of a writer to distance 
themselves from their work, I hope to expand our understanding of the seventeenth century 
author and their perceptions of the author function concept.  Guilleragues and Villedieu’s 
engagement with gender identification in their manipulation of the signature sets them apart 
from both Barthes and Foucault in interesting ways.  I would suggest that these authors were 
aware of what the nom d’auteur could represent and by publishing anonymously chose 
instead to distance their own voices in order to pass the authority to the narrative author.   
It is important to understand that authors in seventeenth-century France were subject 
to the constraints of an authorial hierarchy4 in which neither of these authors ranked 
particularly high, though I maintain that their publication choices and the results thereof were 
based on motivations more profound than royalty interests.  As Alain Viala has shown, the 
notion of writing as a profession was born in seventeenth-century France with print culture's 
rise to dominance and the establishment of literary academies. The reconstitution of 
authorship as a profession led to a proliferation of terms, discourses and institutions to 
describe the status of the writer. While some authors justified their writing life through signs 
of prestige such as academy memberships, high-profile patrons, and the title of "homme de 
                                                          
4
 See Viala (Naissance) for categories of authors and their corresponding royalties, 107-112. 
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lettres," others embraced the logic of clientelism and the marketplace, defining success in 
commercial terms and defending their moral and material rights to their works. This opening 
of the literary field introduced a new flexibility in the terms of authorship, multiplying the 
ways in which a given text could be "authorized" through the legal system or the academies, 
through association with its writer, its publisher, its patron, or its public. This thesis explores 
how two writers capitalized on the productive fluidity in the terms of authorship in this 
period both to actively shape their literary careers and to enhance the interest of their texts as 
fiction. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter II: The Re-appropriation of Authorship by Gabriel Joseph de Lavergne, 
Comte de Guilleragues  
 
Ambiguities in literary authorship and ownership opened the door for the vast number 
of anonymous publications in seventeenth-century France.  At that time, the literary 
community had not yet clearly defined the rights and privileges of the author and censors did 
not consistently enforce those laws in place, though there was a severe threat of punishment 
for heresy or critique of the monarchy.  In addition, the church and state constantly changed 
regulations regarding anonymity, plagiarism, censorship, and the allocation of royalties 
between author and publisher.  These uncertainties, however, were not the only motivating 
factors for anonymous publication, as is evidenced through the work of such authors as 
Guilleragues and Villedieu.  Their work suggests that they were conscious of the implications 
of declared authorship and chose instead to remove their names in order to offer the text 
more possibilities.   
Recent scholarship has revealed the complex and evolving status of literary 
authorship in seventeenth-century France.  Alain Viala, in La naissance de l’écrivain: 
sociologie de la littérature à l’âge classique, discusses the constant changes and 
inconsistencies in publication issues, particularly in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  
He demonstrates the importance of understanding this time period and the mentality of 
censorship in reminding us that “l’idée de la liberté de penser n’était pas établie” (118).  He 
notes that advances in printing made it increasingly more difficult for every text to be 
approved before publication, even though this practice increased the efforts to censor.  The 
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looming threat of severe punishment for unauthorized texts was present well into the 
eighteenth century.  Censorship also led to a tendency to publish clandestinely or 
anonymously in order to elude such persecution, which could include using fictitious 
imprints about the author or printer.  In the introduction to The Faces of Anonymity, editor 
Robert Griffin points out that writers have used these tactics since antiquity and continue to 
use them today, even if less frequently so.  Anonymous and pseudonymous publications are 
often used for branding purposes (Richard Bachman), to mask the gender or ethnicity of a 
writer (George Sand), to split authorial identities (Boris Akunin) or to disguise corporate 
authorship (Nancy Drew books).  Thus, censorship or protection from it is not the only 
contributing factor to the choice of anonymity or pseudonymity.   
An author’s name on a text has profound consequences and has been a subject of 
debate for hundreds of years.  In this regard, Griffin critiques Foucault’s claims concerning 
the origins of the author function, arguing the inadequacy of his reversal theory.  Foucault 
maintains that it was not until the seventeenth or eighteenth century that the literary audience 
became interested in the author as an individual, while at the same time it lost interest in a 
designated author of scientific texts.5  In his lecture, “Qu’est-ce qu’un auteur?” Foucault 
states, “Mais les discours ‘littéraires’ ne peuvent plus être reçus que dotés de la fonction 
auteur…l’anonymat littéraire ne nous est pas supportable” (800).  Foucault’s argument 
explains that the author of a literary work became important when the higher powers (church 
and state) began to condemn heretical works more emphatically.  As words themselves 
cannot be punished, authorities held the person who took ownership of the work responsible.  
While Griffin finds Foucault’s argument that the importance of authorship in science and 
                                                          
5
 According to Roger Chartier the author function also existed in the Middle Ages, and not just in the sciences 
(as Foucault argues) but for literature as well.   
8 
 
literature changed around the seventeenth century unsubstantiated, this does not change the 
significance of his author-function theory.  Griffin also makes note of the importance of the 
author as the origin of value for a text, although Mark Rose more accurately connects the 
name of the author to the value it represents.  Rose states, “The name of the author becomes a 
kind of brand name, a recognizable sign that the cultural commodity will be of a certain kind 
and quality” (1).6  This is attested to by inscriptions such as “From the author of …” in order 
to give a newly released work a perceived merit and increase its potential sale and popularity.  
Foucault would argue that this is the role of the author function, and not an individual person 
that provides such value.  If the author’s name represents such merit, we must consider the 
reasons for anonymous publication, beyond the threat of persecution from the church or state.   
Even in the seventeenth century, writers and thinkers understood many of the various 
factors that might lead a writer to publish anonymously or pseudonymously.  In 1685-86, 
Alain Baillet published a nine-volume work titled Jugemens des savans sur les principaux 
ouvrages des auteurs.  Chapter XII of the first book, “Préjugés des Livres Anonymes, & des 
noms des Auteurs,” highlights some of the reasons for which authors chose to leave their 
name off the title page.  He cites recognition of bad writing or poor choice of subject, to 
avoid praise for one’s work, out of fear of exposing oneself or creating talk of oneself, and 
out of humility or fear of appearing pretentious (250).  Baillet refers to the problem that both 
Barthes and Foucault examine nearly three hundred years later in their insistence of 
separation between the author as a person and what the text can represent on its own.  He 
states, “on peut dire que le nom d’un Auteur sert de Préjugé pour son Livre, dont on fait tout 
d’un coup le jugement sur l’idée qu’on a déjà de la personne” (251).  What one knows about 
                                                          
6
 Rose uses this argument in the context of copyright laws and acknowledges that the shift from the romantic 
view that any new text is an original work of art to the debate over an individual’s capacity to create something 
new has influenced copyright conceptions.   
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the author can be positive or negative and undeniably affects the judgment of the work.  
Baillet goes on to say that not having knowledge of the author’s personal identity angers 
some readers, which supports the principle of Foucault’s argument that the individuality of 
an author interested readers in the seventeenth century.  In his discussion of anonymous 
authors, Baillet’s work also reinforces Foucault’s claim that documented authorship played 
an important role in identifying heretics.  Baillet’s observation of the influence of the 
author’s name supports Barthes’ argument as well that a reader must not consider the author 
as a person when reading a text.  It is exactly this “Préjugé” that Barthes fears interrupts the 
value that literary texts can possess when considered the creation of an individual.  Yet it is 
apparent that due to the popularity of anonymity during the classical period, many writers 
understood the consequences of printed authorship, and it does not appear that fear of 
persecution or execution always motivated such anonymity.    
One of the most intriguing and most studied anonymously published texts from the 
seventeenth century is Lettres portugaises.  For nearly three hundred years, readers and 
scholars alike largely believed this collection of five letters to be the authentic work of 
Marianna Alcoforado, a Portuguese nun in Beja abandoned by her secret lover, a French 
officer once stationed in her village.7  The letters first appeared in France in 1669 in a 
publication by the renowned, yet controversial, Claude Barbin.8  In order to make ends meet 
upon entering the profession in the mid-1650s, Barbin first made his name by reprinting 
works that other sellers already had in stock.  He was an ambitious businessman and became 
                                                          
7
 Nicholas Paige examines doubt of authenticity concerning Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Héloïse amongst the public 
audience, which suggests that readers have always been skeptical of such declarations of anonymity.  It is 
possible that the same type of speculation surrounded Les Lettres portugaises.   
 
8
 See Reed for background on Barbin. 
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the foremost publisher of prose fiction.  A well-informed reader, therefore, understood that 
his imprint acted as a paratext signaling the likely fictionality of a text.  The introduction au 
lecteur of the Lettres portugaises claims,9 “Je ne sais point le nom de celui auquel on les a 
écrites, ni de celui qui en a fait la traduction, mais il m’a semblé que je ne devais pas leur 
déplaire en les rendant publiques” (Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises 68).  This type of trope 
was not an uncommon tactic and certainly one with which readers were familiar, as it had 
been in practice since ancient Egypt and was well-known in the Old Testament.10   
Nevertheless, scholars did not formally attribute authorship to Guilleragues until the 
twentieth century, first by F.C. Green in 1926 and later supported by Frédéric Deloffre and 
Jacques Rougeot in 1962.  The author’s life played a vital role in how his work was presented 
to the public as social status carried significant meaning in seventeenth-century France.  The 
choice to publish this emotionally-driven work anonymously may have been partially 
influenced by his position in society.  Born in 1628, Gabriel Joseph de Lavergne, comte de 
Guilleragues enjoyed a life amongst nobility and assumed various roles, including letter-
writer for Louis XIV and ambassador to Constantinople in 1677.11  In the mid-1660s, he 
frequented the literary circles of Paris and claimed the friendship of such influential writers 
as Molière, Racine, La Rochefoucauld, and Mme de Sévigné.  At the time of Lettres 
portugaises’ publication, Guilleragues worked closely under the prince of Conti and although 
he had established a presence among the important writers of his time, his contemporaries 
did not consider him an author, but rather a statesman.  Considering his social position, a 
                                                          
9
 Authorship of the introduction is also ambiguous.  Green, MacArthur and Kauffman attribute it to Barbin 
while Deloffre and Rougeot believe it to be the work of Guilleragues.   
 
10
 See Herman for details and examples of such tropes.  
 
11
 For biographical information, see the introductions by Bray and Deloffre in their editions of Lettres 
portugaises.   
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publication such as the one under discussion could have potentially ruined his credibility in 
the court.   
Unlike other anonymously published works, Lettres portugaises has provoked 
significant speculation and debate about its authorship, chiefly because of the strength and 
apparent authenticity of its female narrative voice.  The letters, written from the perspective 
of a young woman lamenting the loss of her lover, are passionate to the point that they 
quickly came to define what it meant to write a letter of lost love, a style referred to as “le 
type portugais” or “à la portugaise” and has contributed to the epistolary genre’s status as an 
écriture feminine.12  Similar also to the women of Ovid’s Heroides, the abandoned lover goes 
through cycles of hope and grief, often several times within the same letter, tormented by the 
lack of response she receives.  The seemingly natural expression of passion captivates the 
reader and has been perceived as evidence of feminine authenticity.  In Letter 4, Mariane 
expresses her desire to control her emotions by writing, “il est vrai que je ne dois point vous 
parler d'une passion qui vous déplaît, et je ne vous en parlerai plus” (87).  Not long afterward 
though, she is unable to restrain herself and confesses, “je vous aime mille fois plus que ma 
vie, et mille fois plus que je ne pense” (88).  She continuously oscillates between being true 
to her love and understanding that she must let go.  The abandoned woman longs for a 
response from her lost lover, but also struggles with her own inability to move past his 
memory.   
It is in these moments of unrepressed passion in which reception of the work as 
authentic feminine writing is most concerning.  If a man indeed wrote the letters, there are 
consequences about the understanding of female sentimentality that may not be just.  Yet 
                                                          
12
 See Carrell and MacArthur for discussion of the work’s feminine qualities.   
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Barthes would argue the irrelevance of the sex of the author and Foucault would remind us 
that even if Guilleragues authored the letters, certain discursive constraints still influenced 
the outcome of the text.  Guilleragues seemingly understood the implications of male 
authorship and chose instead to publish a powerful text anonymously rather than risk its 
dismissal as an artificial and over-indulgent representation of female sentiment.  
The significance of the change in meaning when the authorship is shifted is a 
powerful statement in support of Foucault’s author function.  I believe Guilleragues 
recognized this when he submitted his work for anonymous publication.  The mystery of the 
writer and addressee created far more intrigue than his name alone would have surely done.  
By publishing anonymously, he not only removed himself as an individual, but the entire 
idea of fictional writing.  The fleeting reference in the first letter to “Mariane infortunée” 
gives the Portuguese nun the authority of authorship and presents a guise of authenticity.  
This mention of the narrator by the fictive author creates another level of distance between 
the characters at play.  It also adds ambiguity as to who each of the characters represents.  
The first letter opens as follows: “Considère, mon amour, jusqu’à quel excès tu as manqué de 
prévoyance” (Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises 71).  The letters commence, therefore, with a 
great deal of uncertainty about who is addressing and who is being addressed.  The narrator 
could be referring to herself just as easily as to her correspondent, another character, or the 
reader.  In fact, ambiguity and repetitions of pronouns are some of the defining 
characteristics of the letters, part of what it means to write à la portugaise.  The excessive 
reiterations of “je” and “vous” help the reader to make connections with the text and to feel 
absorbed in the story.  The reader can become either or both of these unnamed characters, 
depending on their own connections with the language, because identities are left uncertain.  
13 
 
In creating this separation and doubt over the identities of characters, Guilleragues gave his 
text remarkably more possibilities, attested to by the vast amount of research and discussion 
the work has created for nearly three and a half centuries.   
The mystery surrounding authorship is one of the work’s most important 
characteristics.  Bernard Bray, in L’art de la lettre amoureuse, comments that, “Les quelques 
traits de couleur locale portugaises, qui ont fait croire pendant trois siècles à l’authenticité 
des cinq lettres, ne sont qu’un reflet romanesque, organisé par l’auteur, de l’anecdote initiale 
telle qu’il a connue et utilisée” (24).  While this may be widely accepted today, most readers 
believed, or wanted to believe, otherwise for many years.  One could speculate that the sheer 
idea of this text being authentic is part of what made it so appealing.  Readers wanted to 
believe in the passion that existed within Mariane and wanted to be a part of her journey to 
reconciliation.  But not everyone subscribed to this romantic interpretation.  Mary McAlpin 
examines Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s objection to the letters’ authenticity as he believed the 
work to be evidence of male genius (29).  The very elements used to support the letters’ 
authenticity, in particular the narrator’s enunciation of passion and infatuation, is what 
Rousseau argued was so inherently masculine.  In the nineteenth century, however, 
Boissonade and later Luciano Cordeiro claimed confirmation that the letters were translated 
by Guilleragues but were the original work of Marianna da Costa Alcoforado, affirming the 
letters’ femininity (McAlpin 30).   
The idea that the authorship of this work was able to mislead the majority of readers 
and scholars for nearly three centuries provides a fine example of why the true gender and 
identity of the author are of little importance.  Instead, the beauty of the text provides its real 
value.  It is possible that without the mystery surrounding the letters their public reception 
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would have been less remarkable, but the language of the letters is passionate and powerful 
with or without Guilleragues’ name.  Without the implications of a falsely created female 
voice, the letters alone tell the painful story of a heart-broken woman.  The words on the 
page alone move the reader to feel the woman’s fervor and understand her pain.  What would 
be lost in the absence of the mystery does not change the meaning of the words, but it does 
possibly change the curiosity and tension that surround the text.  The ambiguity of the work 
clearly intrigued the audience and added an element of excitement in pondering the letters’ 
origins.  That is not to say that the letters lose their interest in the absence of the mystery, it is 
simply to say it changes their reception as authentic feminine expression.     
While most scholars today have accepted Guilleragues’ authorship, there are still 
those who believe the letters carry signs of authenticity, supported by what is known about 
the life and work of Alcoforado.  Myriam Cyr, for example, dismisses Guilleragues’ 
authorship of the letters.  Amongst other elements, she uses the 1571 law cited by Viala that 
allows a publisher to publish an anthology under the heading of a single author.  In this way, 
Chansons et bon mots, Valentins, Lettres portugaises, could have been a compilation of work 
from both Guilleragues and Alcoforado, especially because, as Cyr claims, Barbin did not 
know Mariane’s last name at the time of the first publication (165).  Cyr fears that by 
appropriating authorship to Guilleragues we not only rob Mariane of her voice but also 
discredit the strength of the female voice altogether by putting a man’s pen behind the power 
of her words.  While Cyr overtly denies Guilleragues’ authorship, other scholars focus 
instead on granting Mariane ownership of the letters.  Peggy Kamuf, in her 1982 publication 
Fictions of Feminine Desire, completely effaces the name Guilleragues from her discussion 
of the Lettres portugaises.  While she goes to lengths to avoid printing his name, Rousseau 
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and Laclos appear associated with their epistolary novels, although I would note that both of 
their works are polyphonic unlike the monophonic Lettres portugaises.  Kamuf, while not 
denying the letters are a work of fiction, attributes the work to the “author” of the letters, 
Mariane.  Similarly, in her book Discourses of Desire, Linda Kauffman, acknowledges 
Ovid’s hand in the creation of the letters in Heroides (written by several women), while 
consciously removing Guilleragues from the authorial role in Lettres portugaises by referring 
to “her letters” and “she declares” (101).  Both of these feminist critics have chosen to assign 
authorship to Mariane, rather than simply referring to her as the narrator.  This appropriation 
does not exclude an authorial role; it empowers the female voice to carry the authority of her 
own emotions.  In this sense, the character is writing for herself, from within herself rather 
than acting as an object of fictive creation.  From this perspective, the authorial role is 
concerned more with the creation of meaning as opposed to the traditional sense of creating 
the language.   
This text demonstrates that the identity of the author is only significant to the text if 
the gender is important, and that carries deep implications.  If gender matters, that would 
imply that the writing of a single female or male author is capable of representing an entire 
sex.  In Bodies That Matter, Judith Butler argues that subscribing to such gendered 
stereotypes is a dangerous route to take because “the construction of gender operates through 
exclusionary means” (8).  Labeling a work as “feminine” or “as the work of a female” 
automatically puts it into a box and gives readers gendered ideas about its capabilities.  The 
same could, of course, be said for a work labeled “masculine.”  These classifications 
contribute to the limitations of gendered discourse that restrain a text, rather than allow the 
language to embody all that it can.  In this way, Mariane’s pleas become feminine pleas, her 
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vacillations, female vacillations, whereas they can just as easily be read as pleas and 
vacillations of a person facing a difficult time in life.  Again this speaks to the fact that what 
is being said is far more significant than who is doing the saying.   
In considering Foucault’s argument, we would read Lettres portugaises understanding 
Guilleragues is the author while remaining conscious of the already constraining discourses 
that surrounded such literary production at the time.  Letters are, in general, a representation 
of thoughts or emotions shared through writing with an absent person, typically a friend or 
lover.  In her third letter to the officer Mariane confesses, “ Hélas! que je suis à plaindre de 
ne partager pas mes douleurs avec vous, et d'être toute seule malheureuse.  Cette pensée me 
tue, et je meurs de frayeur que vous n’ayez jamais été extrêmement sensible à tous nos 
plaisirs” (Guilleragues, Lettres portugaises 78).  Here the narrator admits a deep fear to her 
correspondent, that the relationship was not mutually rewarding.  One of the defining 
characteristics of seventeenth-century letter-writing is the idea of honesty and Mariane shares 
intimate feelings throughout the five letters.   In this way, the text fools the reader about what 
it means for a woman to disclose her most heart-felt thoughts if the letters are believed to be 
authentic but were in fact written by a man.  In so doing, the letters are not an example of 
female writing but rather a man’s interpretation of feminine writing and potentially her 
emotional instability, perhaps even to the point of parody.  In letter five, we read, “L’orgueil 
de mon sexe ne m’a point aidée à prendre des résolutions contre vous” (Guilleragues, Lettres 
portugaises 78).  I see this type of assertion, even the inclusion of “sexe” (scandalous in a 
seventeenth-century text), as an overt effort to play with the representation of females and 
words, just as Guilleragues has done with authorship, that is to be deceptive.   
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From a literary perspective, the letters offer a strong testament to the power of written 
language.  The motivation behind the work of Myriam Cyr was her encounter with a 
seamstress from Brooklyn brought to tears by the sheer emotion felt upon hearing the letters 
and how she heard her heart’s pain described in a way she was unable to do on her own.  
This demonstrates how the reader’s appropriation of the text’s language gives the text its 
meaning.  Authorship, as Barthes explains, unnecessarily complicates meaning.  It creates a 
barrier between reader and language that prevents one from connecting entirely with what the 
work has to offer.   As Cyr’s seamstress found, the most important meaning of literature 
comes from within oneself and that speaks strongly for the power of the written word.     
Regardless of authorship, the letters provide a powerful testament of love lost, they 
move the reader, and they represent their time period.  For these qualities as well, one can 
read the work for what it says and not for who wrote it.  One can appreciate the mystery of 
Mariane, her unnamed lover and the struggle she endured as a result of their encounter.  One 
can imagine what they shared, or what she believes they shared.  One can wonder if she ever 
wrote again or even if he might have ever responded to her yearning pleas.  The depth of 
meaning in the five short letters is not lost in distancing Guilleragues.  By publishing the 
book without his name on the title page, Guilleragues invited readers to create meaning in 
part by imagining the author of their choosing.  In this way, we see that seventeenth-century 
writers also understood the author as a function, separate from their personal bodies and 
identities, but nonetheless crucial for the way readers consume literary texts.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
Chapter III: The Staging of Authorship by Mme de Villedieu 
Five years after the publication of Les Lettres portugaises, Claude Barbin published 
Le Portefeuille, a collection of ten “found” letters with an editor’s note signed by Desjardins 
de Villedieu.  Although the letters are presented as the authentic correspondence of the 
Marquis de Naumanoir, Marie-Catherine Desjardins presumably authored this fictional work, 
as she does little to hide her true identity.  While not completely removing herself, she does 
indicate through this deceptive appropriation to Naumanoir that she was conscious of what it 
meant to declare authorship of a work and how the author could operate as a function.  
Although Desjardins often wrote about her personal affairs, here she attempted to distinguish 
her life as an individual and her role in the creation of the text.  She passes the narrative voice 
to a man, only to use women characters to highlight his masculine weaknesses and inability 
to understand social behavior.  Desjardins questioned social norms throughout her work and 
her explicit attempts to change assumed conceptions of authorship are no exception.   
Marie-Catherine Desjardins was born into a modest family around 1640.  Noble 
characters looked fondly upon both of her parents and thus the young Marie-Catherine had 
the privilege to frequent the intellectual milieu of les salons.  After moving to Paris with her 
mother and sister in 1655, the opportunities to experience and share literary works increased, 
as did her interest in writing.  Three years after her arrival in the capital, Marie-Catherine met 
Antoine de Boësset, sieur de Villedieu, who forever changed her life.  Passionate and intense, 
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the affair lasted many years and although they eventually both married others, not even his 
widow objected to her taking up his name upon his death in 1668.13   
 Mme de Villedieu, as the author came to be known, defied the expectations of a 
seventeenth-century French female writer.  Although not the only female author at the time, 
she became the first to sign her name to published works and the first to make her living 
through her writing (Love Notes, Goldsmith 111, Lalande 17).  Known as an aventurière14 
from the beginning of her literary career within the salons, she first gained fame at the age of 
eighteen for her indiscrete poem Jouïssance, inspired by her encounter with Boësset 
(Goldsmith, Publishing 134).  Throughout her career, the works of Villedieu pushed the 
limits of social acceptability and questioned social norms, such as in Les Désordres de 
l’amour (1675).  Her writing had an uncommon sense of poignancy that invited both 
incredible popularity and sharp criticism.15  As an author of plays, poetry, and prose, one 
could deduce that Desjardins changed her style with the changing times, and her livelihood 
depended on her public success.  
 Part of what made her work so appealing was her ability to cross previously-
established male-female borders.  Elizabeth Goldsmith notes that women who achieved 
publication moved “from a circumscribed, intimate, or otherwise female-marked space to an 
open, public, or otherwise male-marked one” (Going Public 44).  The (male) literary 
community perceived women publishing literature as a menace to the male-dominant field.  
Desjardins took her assertion a step further by using the overhaul of a male-dominant society 
                                                          
13
 For biographical information, see Lalande (A Labor of Love and the Introduction to Love Notes) and 
Goldsmith (Publishing).  
 
14
 Goldsmith refers to Desjardins’ status as an aventurière in Publishing, 134.  
 
15
 Lalande cites an 1882 claim by Louis Ménard in which he asserted that a “prostituée extraordinaire” like 
Desjardins would not have been capable of writing the type of work attributed to her (Labor 26).  
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as a subject in her works.   Nancy Klein summaries some of the issues dealt with in these 
texts as the following: “concerns of contemporary women intellectuals who were unhappy 
with the patriarchal constraints…they questioned specific social concepts...[and] basic 
assumptions regarding women’s social status” (87-88).  These constituted bold topics for a 
woman to write about publicly yet were present throughout Desjardins’ work. 
Although Desjardins, as a female author and Parisian woman, appeared as a daring 
character with few inhibitions, the publication of her private love letters compromised her 
authority over her own work.  For years, Desjardins paid Boësset for his visits in exchange 
for her endearing love letters.  In turn, he eventually sold those letters for monetary gain to 
Claude Barbin, Desjardins’ publisher with a reputation as a devious man.  Barbin published 
the letters without Desjardins’ approval as Lettres et billets gallants in 1668.16  The author 
did not hide the idea that she wrote about her own life and experiences in her fictional work, 
but this betrayal changed the power schema.  Rather than giving a voice to a fictional 
character and her having a certain level of control over what she wrote, here this unedited 
format exposed her in her most raw and vulnerable state.  It is exactly this kind of male 
dominance that she aimed to combat, or at least expose, through her writing.  In the 
introduction to Labor of Love, Roxane Lalande suggests that the later taking up of his name 
as a nom de plume acted as a “symbolic attempt to right the balance of power that had shifted 
in his favor” and that “by regaining control over the one who took charge of her production, 
she reasserted her own authority” (25).  Desjardins displayed time and time again that she did 
not fear putting her person into the public sphere.  Goldsmith, in “Secret Writing, Public 
Reading,” states that Villedieu wanted all authors to write from personal experience and that 
she believed autobiography was the most authentic perspective (111).  Les Mémoires de la 
                                                          
16
 See Goldsmith, “Secret Writing” 111-112, and Publishing 144. 
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vie de Henriette-Sylvie de Molière (1672-74) is Villedieu’s semiautobiographical attempt to 
defend her questionable reputation.  As a path-breaking female author in the seventeenth-
century French literary field, Villedieu experimented with authorship and authority in ways 
that had profound effects on her work and career.   
As Lalande points out, the appropriation of her former lover’s name represents the 
exact opposite of the typical reasons for anonymity or pseudonymity.  Authors, especially in 
seventeenth-century France, oftentimes published anonymously in order to protect 
themselves.  The threat of persecution by the state and church so severely menaced writers 
that they preferred to give up rights of authorship rather than risk imprisonment or even 
death.  Villedieu, however, represents a different case.  Her contemporary commentary 
addressed social issues more than political or religious concerns, and although she earned her 
reputation as a risqué writer early on, she had the protection and support of many influential 
people.  She not only dared to sign her name to the majority of her work, she also made it 
known that her text reflected many elements of her personal life.  For this reason, her well-
known choice to use a nom de plume and her choice to publish Le Portefeuille in particular as 
a distanced editor, had motivations other than to protect her personal identity.    
Even when she adopted her pseudonym, it was not a secret that the person behind the 
name Mme de Villedieu was really Mlle Desjardins.  Her work was published under the 
name Desjardins until the pirated publication of her personal letters, when she took the name 
Villedieu as her authorial name to reappropriate authority over her whole oeuvre.  She did 
not aim to hide herself; she sought instead to expose her personal life and open up the topic 
for discussion.  This act, however, held many implications.  By putting a different name on 
the title page, the author becomes a type of character.  The distance between person and 
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name is inevitable, which is reflected in Foucault’s discussion of the author function.  When 
a reader sees “Villedieu” they think of the work produced by the author Villedieu, not the 
person Marie-Catherine Desjardins.  Even while supposedly trying to break public/private 
barriers, Desjardins became a woman whose personal life was exposed through Lettres et 
billets gallants and the name “Mme de Villedieu” became the author of future works.  
Seventeenth-century readers were discovering what it meant to put the two personas together 
(author and person), but “Mme de Villedieu” was an attempt to curtail this tendency. 
In 1674, Mme de Villedieu published Le Portefeuille, another scandalous story in 
which two principal women characters plus a score of secondary characters vie for the 
attention of one man through deceit, jealousy, and self-love.  The letters of the Marquis de 
Naumanoir, whose gallantry and honnêteté are mocked as being old-fashioned and naïve, tell 
the story in this epistolary novella.  In the first letter to his friend le Comte, Naumanoir 
explains that while talking with le chevalier de Virlai about the infidelity of Mme de 
Montferrier, his friend “souriait de mes emportements et me regardant comme en pitié: ‘Hé! 
Dites-moi, de grâce, Monsieur le Marquis, avez-vous compté sur une galanterie comme sur 
une affaire éternelle ?’” (6).  Virlai goes on to imply that fidelity of a mistress is an absurd 
idea and that Naumanoir is not realistic to think otherwise.  In the opening of Lettre II to 
Monsieur le Comte, Naumanoir confesses his love for Mme de Vareville and that “elle a 
l’esprit doux et l’âme sincère, elle est assez charmante pour plaire, et trop honnête pour ne 
plaire pas toujours” (7).  The reader soon understands that Mme de Vareville is no less 
deceptive than his former love, Mme de Montferrier, who he now sees as coquette and 
unfaithful.  This story, in which deceit reigns, certainly strays from the literature expected of 
a seventeenth-century woman, which appears to be the exact reason for which it was written.  
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Desjardins’ work suggests that she wanted readers of her work to be shocked, wanted them to 
question social conventions and wanted to bring attention to the male/female power schema.  
Other women writers also wrote scandalous scenarios, but the resolution typically remained 
in line with la bienséance of the time.  Mme de Lafayette’s La Princesse de Clèves (1678), 
for example, tells the story of a woman who outrageously confessed her infidelity, but ended 
up remaining faithful to the memory of her deceased husband by retreating from society.  
The work of Villedieu, on the other hand, sought to overturn relationship standards and the 
perception of female submission.  
Like many epistolary novels to follow, the peritext17 of this work provides a notable 
detail about its publication.  A note to Madame *** signed Desjardins de Villedieu, explains 
that the letters to follow were discovered par hasard during an afternoon walk in the Jardin 
des Simples.  Considering the format of letters, which can be both limiting and liberating, 
even these opening words to the supposed friend conform to the required structures of the 
epistle.  The “author” starts by addressing the addressee, makes mention of the addressee’s 
regrettable absence, and closes with a compliment and finally her signature.  Conforming to 
such conventions here gives credit to the vraisemblance of the letters to follow.  She also 
acknowledges their creation by confessing, “Ce qu’il y a de vrai, c’est que la manière dont 
cela est écrit est fort à la mode” (3).  The distancing of the author who takes on a role of 
editor under a newly revised pseudonym is also a notable characteristic.  This work, 
therefore, contains a certain duplicity in its authorship.  Marie-Catherine Desjardins, who has 
been publishing under the name Mme de Villedieu for six years, now puts out a book as the 
editor Desjardins de Villedieu, who does not take responsibility for the actual writing.  This 
decision overtly plays with the author function concept, or what the name on the title page 
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 As defined by Gérard Genette.  See Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation.  
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can signify.  Villedieu took a similar stance in writing Les Désordres de l’amour (1675).  
Lalande explains that in this text, “Villedieu’s exploration of the use of authorial anonymity, 
the double signature, and the literary pseudonym effectively demonstrates her preoccupation 
with retaining control of her production” (Labor 19).  These measures helped to ensure a 
separation between her person and her authorial function.  Because she believed in including 
autobiographical elements in fictional writing, her experiments with alternative means of 
authorship attest to her understanding of what her name signified.  
As Lalande discusses in the introduction of her English translation of Le Portefeuille 
(The Letter Case), Villedieu also plays with authorship and ownership of narration 
throughout this text.  Within the ten letters that make up the epistolary narrative are a sonnet 
and four other letters, three of which an unintended recipient discovers.  Lalande points out 
that “this literary mise en abîme adds not only a polyphonic resonance to the narrative…but 
also a dynamic element once removed, for these letters…are indeed proactive” (40).  The 
letters that the marquis writes to his friend essentially give an account of what goes on in his 
life.  Lalande compares the role of his friend to that of the confidant in theater.  These 
internal letters stir up the action and provide conflict and intrigue, while also providing 
information to the audience.  Through the use of these secondary letters, Villedieu interrupts 
the otherwise monophonic text and shifts the power schema to give the women a voice and 
make them active participants in the way the story takes shape.  As noted by Lalande, 
“Naumanoir finds a letter found by another, which reinforces an impression of narrative 
circularity in which the letter represents cognitive capital put into circulation, and whose 
value depends upon the reader’s interest” (Letter Case 41).  Villedieu’s authorship provides a 
similar purpose and by playing with the function of authorship, in using a variety of 
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pseudonyms, she tests the power of the text to speak for itself.  She grants ownership of the 
text first to the assumed editor (Desjardins de Villedieu), then to the narrator (le Marquis de 
Naumanoir), and intermittently passes it to the writers of the found letters.  This circulation 
of narrative authority effectively diffuses the supremacy of any single author figure and 
makes space for the reader to participate more actively in the creation of meaning. Its 
cumbersome structure makes it a truly “writerly text” à la Barthes in this regard. 
Lalande makes comparisons with the deceptive characters of Le Portefeuille with 
those in the theater, and particularly those in Villedieu’s Le Favori.  The use of the 
pseudonym can be understood in this light, for its qualities of deception and theatricality.  In 
the opening note to the editor’s friend, the behavior of the characters of this story are 
compared with that of most people of high society: “le caractère des gens qui font les 
aventures est celui de la plupart des gens du grand monde” (3).  Desjardins frequents high 
society circles, but not does truly belong to this social milieu.  In this introduction she 
critiques deceptive behavior while at the same time taking part in it.  The name Villedieu acts 
as a mask and character in the writing of Marie-Catherine Desjardins, while authorship is 
understood as a performance.   
 Looking back at the work of Adrien Baillet and his interpretation of authorship in the 
seventeenth century, his writing implies he would argue that Desjardins’ decision was an act 
of trickery.  In his 1685 publication he wrote, “Mais ce n’est pas ici le lieu de rapporter ces 
sortes d’erreurs qui regardent moins les Anonymes, que les Imposteurs qui ont supposé leurs 
ouvrages à d’autres ou les Pseudonymes qui ont joint le desir de nous tromper à celui de 
demeurer cachés & inconus [sic]” (252).  Baillet goes on to explain the different types of 
pseudonymity and how each aims to fool the public in its own way.  Villedieu plays with a 
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type of duplicity and trickery in the use of her pseudonym, but not necessarily in the 
malevolent manner that Baillet suggests.  She does not use another’s name to give her work 
more authority and she does not completely hide herself, rather she acknowledges what 
claimed authorship signifies.  By not completely hiding her identity, she takes claim to this 
game and contributes to the deception of character to which her work speaks.   
As early as the first letter sent by Naumanoir, the reader understands that deceit will 
be a central topic of the story.  Although the marquis addresses “mon cher Comte” in the first 
sentence, it is an offset around two mentions of “vous” which draws the reader into the text 
as if they are the true recipient or in on a secret between the two correspondents.  Already, 
Villedieu is playing with the identification of characters.  Who are “je” and “vous”?  The 
insertion of the note from Mme de Montferrier to the chevalier de Virlai plays with the 
deception of the origin of texts in that it is a lost letter (within a lost letter).  The addressee 
and signature are also missing but the letter is associated with Mme de Montferrier through 
the hand-writing, which in turn questions the authenticity of letters (like Desjardins’ own 
published letters).  The idea that the fictive narrator is also retelling what happened through 
his own perspective reminds the reader that the story is subject to interpretation and has no 
objective point-of-view.  All of these elements, along with the characters’ dishonest actions, 
play with deception similar to Villedieu’s authorship. 
The representation of the masculine/feminine clash is also a misleading characteristic 
that sets Villedieu’s writing apart from other female authors of her time.  Here she presents 
letters written by a man “du grand monde,” whose gallantry is ridiculously passé, and 
contrasts him with deceitful, seductive women, rather than the overly-sentimental women 
typical of epistolary writing.  When Naumanoir confronts Mme de Vareville about her 
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reconciliation with Virlai she asks him, “Etait-il en mon pouvoir de vous empêcher de 
m’aimer?...Et m’avez-vous crue quand je vous ai conseillé de bonne foi de n’avoir pour moi 
que de l’estime et de l’amitié?” (25). Here Vareville explicitly tells Naumanoir that he does 
not understand women and that his perceptions of relationships are askew.  In order for the 
external reader of this fictional novella to learn about this conversation, Naumanoir must 
report the encounter to his correspondent, which theoretically makes him look ridiculous for 
a second time (and infinite times when made available to the public).   
There exists in the endeavors of these characters a degree of miscommunication that 
represents the world around them and the literature presented in the text.  The transmission of 
letters is a topic discussed within the novella as they play an integral role in the denouement.  
Naumanmoir writes Monsieur le Comte, “Je me souviens que Mme de Vareville souriait en 
lisant [la lettre] et qu’elle me demanda d’un air malicieux si je croyais qu’il y eût sûreté à 
porter ainsi des paquets de la part d’un redoutable rival” (27).  Through lost letters and 
manipulative characters, this story shows that human behavior and letters deceive, just as 
Villedieu’s authorship deceives.  The letters were not found in a park any more than they are 
the authentic correspondence of a man distraught over the coquettish behavior of Parisian 
women.  The use of the masculine narrator to criticize high society is as misleading as the 
title page of the work.    
Another manner in which Villedieu plays with narrative authorship is the disjunction 
between letters, comparable to that between author and text.  Villedieu’s role as an editor 
puts distance between the text and editor and essentially gives the illusion of removing the 
author completely.  As Janet Altman points out in Epistolarity: Approaches to a Form, the 
epistolary novel is disjunctive by nature.   Gaps exist between letters which must be 
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explained to the reader.  In Le Portefeuille, the reader learns through the “editor” that these 
letters were found in a park, apparently left behind by the addressee and thus we are left with 
only one-half of the conversation.  Altman claims that the editor plays a more important role 
than this initial announcement.  She states, “The creator of the epistolary novel who 
disclaims authorship reclaims it elsewhere – in the very joint work that structures the 
epistolary mosaic as art” (183).  The gaps which may otherwise impede following the 
storyline are filled in with references to the missing responses.  Letter III opens by 
acknowledging the response to Letter II by Monsieur le Comte.  Naumanoir writes, “Vous 
l’avez bien dit, et il est vrai, Monsieur le Comte: rien ne détermine si fort une femme à bien 
traiter un amant que la concurrence d’une rivale” (10).  By tying the two letters together in 
this fashion, the exterior reader learns something about both correspondents and thus the 
characters become more fully developed.  The same reader, well aware that these letters are 
fictional, is conscious of the role of the author in such links in the narrative.  Such references 
and repetitions are not necessary when both parties are involved in the communication 
process.  The ties inform the reader what they have missed by not reading the other side of 
the correspondence to avoid the impression of a one-sided phone conversation.  This is 
another way in which Villedieu plays with the author function of her text.  She has created 
the same type of gaps in authorship as exist in her epistolary novella, yet her presence as an 
editor fills some of the unknown that might otherwise linger.   
 Unlike the Lettres portugaises, in which Guilleragues’ removal of his own person 
gives the language of the text a strength and beauty all its own, Le Portefeuille stages the 
notion of authorship as a construction and a performance throughout the text.  Desjardins’ 
various authorial constructions (Desjardins, Mme de Villedieu, Desjardins de Villedieu) 
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demonstrate that she was conscious of the role authorship played in her work.  This text in 
particular trains readers to be suspicious of the reliability of narrators and the consistency of 
authors. In this sense, although the text is preoccupied with authorship, it transfers ultimate 
authority to the reader.   
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter IV: Conclusion 
 
 In the 1960s, Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault overturned the image of the author 
in literary criticism.  Barthes turned the focus to the reader as the source of meaning, and 
Foucault suggested that the institution of authorship, or the fonction auteur, is a crucial factor 
in the outcome of a literary text.  While these theories had a drastic impact on twentieth-
century criticism, the work of Guilleragues and Villedieu suggests they were conscious of the 
author as a function and manipulated its use to support their work.    
 While anonymous publication was quite popular amongst seventeenth-century French 
authors, not everyone used it for the same reasons.  Authors frequently published 
anonymously as a means of political or religious protection for texts that would have been 
censored or declared heretic.  Women authors, in particular, removed their names in order to 
have their work accepted by the public or to avoid social persecution.  Nevertheless, some 
authors, as evidenced through this study, were aware of the effect their name bore on their 
work and chose instead to distance themselves.    
 The anonymity of Guilleragues’ Lettres portugaises created an intriguing mystery 
that drew readers into the text and allowed them the opportunity to explore its possibilities.  
Although the letters were largely believed the authentic work of Mariane Alcoforado for 
nearly three centuries, the language they contain, with its heart-felt pleas and ambiguous 
pronouns, permits the reader to become the author of his own meaning.  Guilleragues 
seemingly understood that imposing his authorship on the text would also imply imposing his 
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masculinity, suggesting that he was conscious of authorship as a function and how it could 
impact the reception of the letters.   
 Marie-Catherine Desjardins, while trying to make her way as a female author in the 
seventeenth-century, treated authorship as a construction and varied it as she saw necessary 
to achieve the greatest impact.  She made it clear that she did not try to hide herself in her 
writing, and even her pen name was an attempt to expose her personal life.  Throughout Le 
Portefeuille the reader learns that public façades are not to be trusted.  In this epistolary 
novella, the deception of authorship and human behavior are juxtaposed in a way that 
transfers authority of meaning to the reader. 
 These two works, Lettres portugaises and Le Portefeuille, although they present the 
notion of authorship differently, both allow the reader to take ownership of their meaning.  
While the seventeenth-century reader may have been interested in the author of literary texts 
as an individual, as Foucault insisted, authors were nonetheless conscious of what their 
signature implied.  Epistolary fiction, which began to flourish in this time period, offered a 
particularly effective platform for experimenting with the effects of authorship.  By removing 
their names from the title pages of their work, Guilleragues and Villedieu added literary and 
social richness to their texts that contributed to the understanding of authorship in the 
seventeenth century and beyond.  
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